[ I 9 2 ] 


XX. Two Letters from the Hon . William 
Hamilton, His Majeftf s Envoy Extra¬ 
ordinary at Naples, to the Earl of Morton, 
Prefdent of the Royal Society , containing 
an Account of the la ft Eruption of Mount 
Vefuvius. 


Naples, June io, 1766. 

My Lord, 

Read March 5, a g I have attended particularly to the 
and^Apu 1 -» various changes of Mount Vefuvius, 

from the 17th of November 1764, the day of my 
arrival at this capital, I flatter myfelf, that my obfer- 
vations will not be unacceptable to your lordfhip, 
efpecially as this Volcano has lately made a very con- 
fiderable eruption. I fhall confine myfelf merely to 
the many extraordinary appearances that have come 
under my own infpedion, and leave their explanation 
to the more learned in natural philofophy. 

During the firffc twelvemonth of my being here, I 
did not perceive any remarkable alteration in the 
mountain; but I obferved the fmoke from the mouth 
c -f the Volcano was much more confiderable in bad 
weather than when it was fair; and I often heard 
(even at Naples, fix miles from Vefuvius) in bad 
weather, the report of the inward explofions of the 
mountain. When I have been at the top of Mount 
Vefuvius in fair weather, I have fometimes found fo 
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little fmoke that I have been able to fee far down the 
mouth of the volcano, the tides of which were 
incrufted with falts and minerals of various colors, 
white, green, deep and pale yellow. The fmoke that 
iflued from the mouth of the volcano in bad weather 
was white, very moift, and not near fo offenfive as the 
fulphureous fleams from various cracks on the fides of 
the mountain. 

Towards the month of feptember laft, I perceived 
the fmoke to be more confiderable, and to continue 
even in fair weather} and in odtober I perceived 
fometimes a puff of black fmoke (hoot up a confider¬ 
able height in the midft of the white, which fymptom 
of an approaching eruption grew more frequent daily; 
and foon after, thefe puffs of fmoke appeared in the 
night tinged like clouds with the fetting fun. 

About the beginning of November, 1 went up the 
mountain 5 it was then covered with fnow, and I 
perceived a little hillock of fulphur had been thrown 
up fince my laft vifit there, within about forty yards of 
the mouth of the volcano} it was near fix feet high, 
and a light blue flame iflued conftantly from its top. 
As I was examining this phenomenon, I heard a violent 
report, and faw a column of black fmoke followed by 
a reddifh flame, fhoot up with violence from the 
mouth of the volcano, and prefently fell a fhower of 
Hones, one of which falling near me, made me retire 
with fome precipitation, and alfo rendered me more 
cautious of approaching too near, in my fub£equent 
journeys to Vefuvius. 

From november to the 28th of march, the date of 
the beginning of this erruption, the fmoke encreafed 
and was mixed with afhes, which fell, and did great 

Vol* LVII. C c damage 



[ * 9 + ] 

damage to the vineyards in the neighbourhood of the 
mountain. A few days before the eruption I faw 
(what Pliny the younger mentions having feen, 
before that eruption of Vefuvius which proved fatal to 
his uncle) the black fmoke take the form of a pine- 
tree. The fmoke that appeared black in the day*time 
for near two months, before the eruption had the ap¬ 
pearance of flame in the night. 

On good friday, the z 8 th of march, at 7 o’clock 
at night, the lava began to boil over the mouth of the 
volcano, at firft in one dream y and foon after, divid¬ 
ing itfelf into two, it took its courfe towards Portici. It 
was preceded by a violent explofion, which caufed a 
partial earthquake in the neighbourhood of the 
mountain,, and a fhower of red hot ftones and cinders 
were thrown up-to a confiderable height. Imme¬ 
diately upon fight of the lava, I left Naples with a 
party of my countrymen, whom I found as impatient 
as myfelf to fatisfy their curiofity in examining lb 
curious an operation of nature. I palled the whole 
night upon the mountain; and obferved that, though 
the red hot ftones were thrown up in much greater 
number and to a more confiderable height than 
before the appearance of the lava, yet the report was 
much lefs confiderable than fome days before the 
eruption. The lava ran near a mile in an hour’s time, 
when the two branches joined in a hollow on the fide 
of the mountain, without proceeding farther. I ap¬ 
proached the mouth of the volcano, as near as I 
could with prudence $ the lava had the appearance 
of a river of red hot and liquid metal, luch as we 
fee in the glafs houfes, on which were large floating 
cinders half lighted, and rolling one over another 
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with great precipitation down the fide of the moun¬ 
tain, forming a moft beautiful and uncommon cafcade; 
the color of the fire was much paler and more bright 
the firft night than the fubfequent nights, when 
it became of a deep red, probably owing to its having 
been more impregnated with fulphur at firft than 
afterwards. In the day-time, unlefs you are quite 
clofe, the lava has no appearance of fire; but a thick 
White fmoke marks its courfe. 

The 29th the mountain was very quiet, and the 
lava did not continue. The 30th it began to flow 
again in the fame direction, whilft the mouth of the 
volcano threw up every minute a girandole of red 
hot ftones, to an immenfe height. The 31ft I 
palled the night upon the mountain j the lava was not 
lo confiderable as the firft night, but the red hot ftones 
Were perfectly tranfparent, fome of which I dare fay 
of a ton weight, mounted at leaft 2co feet perpendi¬ 
cular, and fell in, or near, the mouth of a little moun¬ 
tain, that was now formed by the quantity of alhes 
and ftones, within the great mouth of the volcano, 
and which made the approach much fafer than it had 
been fome days before, when the mouth was near 
half a mile in circumference, and the ftones took 
every direction. Mr. Hervey, brother to the earl of 
Briftol, was very much wounded in the arm fome 
days before the eruption, having approached too near j 
and two Englifh gentlemen with him were alfo hurt. 
It is impofiible to deferibe the beautiful appearance of 
thefe girandoles of red hot ftones, far furpafling the 
moft aftonilhing artificial firework. 

From the 31ft of march to the 9th of april, the 
lava continued on the fame fide of the mountain in 
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two, three, and fometimes four branches, without 
defcending much lower than the firfl night. I remark¬ 
ed a kind of intermiflion in the fever of the mountain, 
which feemed to return with violence every other 
night. On the 10th of aprif at night the lava dif— 
appeared on the fide of the mountain towards Naples, 
and broke out with much more violence on the fide 
next the Torre dell’ Annunciata. 

I pafled the whole day and the night of the 12th 
upon the mountain, and followed the courfe of the 
lava to its very fource ; it burft out of the fide of the 
mountain, within about half a mile of the mouth of 
the volcano, like a torrent, attended with violent 
explofions, which threw up inflamed matter to a 
confiderable height, the adjacent ground quivering 
like the timbers of a water-mill ; the heat of the lava 
was fo great as not to fuffer me to approach nearer 
than within ten feet of the ftream, and of fuch a 
confiftency (though it appeared liquid as water) as al- 
moft to refill: the impreflion of a long flick, with which 
I made the experiment; and large ftones thrown on it 
with all my force did not fink, but, making a flight 
impreflion, floated on the furface, and were carried out 
of fight in a Ihort time; for, notwithftanding the con¬ 
fiftency of the lava, it ran with amazing velocity; I am 
fure, the firft mile with a rapidity equal to that of the 
river Severn, at the pafiage near Briftol. The ftream 
at its lource was about ten feet wide, but foon ex¬ 
tended itfelf, and divided into three branches, fo that 
thefe rivers of fire communicating their heat to the 
cinders of former lavas, between one branch and the 
other, had the appearance at night of a continued fheet 
of fire, four miles in length, and in fome parts near 
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two in breadth. Your lordfhip may imagine the 
glorious appearance of this uncommon fcene, fuch as 
paftes all defcription. 

The lava, after having run pure for about 100 yards, 
began to colledt cinders, ftones, &c. and a fcum was 
formed on its furface, which in the day-time had the 
appearance of the river Thames, as I have feen it after 
a hard froft and great fall of fnow, when begin¬ 
ning to thaw, carrying down vaft mafles of fnow 
and ice. In two places the liquid lava totally dis¬ 
appeared, and ran in a fubterraneous paffage for fome 
paces, then came out again pure, having left the fcum 
behind. In this manner it advanced to the cultivated 
parts of the mountain ; and I faw it the fame night 
of the 12th, unmercifully deftroy a poor man’s 
vineyard and furroundhis cottage, notwithftanding 
the oppofition of many images of St. Januarius, that 
were placed upon the cottage, and tied to almoft every 
vine. The lava, at the fartheft extremity from its 
fource, did not appear liquid, but like aheap of red 
hot coals forming a wall, in fome places ten or twelve 
feet high, which rolling from the top foon formed 
another wall, and fo on, advancing flow.ly not more 
than about thirty feet in an hour. 

The mouth of the volcano has not thrown up any 
large ftones fince the fecond eruption of lava, on the 
10th of april, but has thrown up quantities of ftnall 
allies and pumice Hones, that have greatly damaged 
the neighbouring vineyards. I have been feveral 
times at the mountain fince the 12th j but as the 
eruption was in its greateft vigour at that time, I 
have ventured to dwell on, and I fear tire your lordlhip 
with, the obfervations of that day. 

6 Ill; 



[ 198 J 

In my laft vifit to Mount Vefuvius the 3d of June» 
I ftill found that the lava continued, but the rivers 
were become rivulets and had loft much of their 
rapidity. The quantity of matter thrown out by this 
eruption, is greater than that of the laft in the year 
1760, but the damage to the cultivated lands is not 
fo confiderable, owing to its having Ipread itfelf much 
more, and its 1 'oUrce being at leaft three miles higher 
up. This eruption feems now to have exhaufted 
itfelf j and I expedt in a few days to fee Vefuvius 
reftored to its former tranquillity. 

Mount Etna in Sicily broke out the 27th of april, 
and made a lava in two branches, at leaft fix miles in 
length, and a mile in breadth, and, according to the 
defcription given me by Mr. Wilbraham, who was 
there, after having feen with me part of the eruption 
of mount Vefuvius, refembles it in every refpedt, 
except that mount Etna, at the place from whence the 
lava flowed (which was twelve miles from the mouth 
of the vulcano), threw up a fountain of liquid 
inflamed matter to a confiderable height; which, I 
am told, mount Vefuvius has done in former eruptions. 

I beg pardon for having taken up lo much of your 
time, and yet I flatter mfelf, that my defcription, 
which I aflure your lordfhip is not exaggerated, will 
have afforded you fome amufement. I have the 
honour to be. 

My Lord, 

Your Lordfhip’s raoft obedient 

and moft humble fervant, 

William Hamilton. 

SINCE 
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Naples, February 3, 1767. 

Read April 2, QINCE the account of the eruption 

!/>7 ‘ ^ of mount Vefuvius, which I had the 

honour of giving to your lordfhip, in my letter of 
the 10th of june laft, I have only to add, that the 
lava continued till about the end of november, 
without doing any great damage j having taken its 
courfe over antient lavas.. Since the ceflation of 
this eruption, I have examined the crater, and the 
crack on the fide of the mountain towards Torre dell' 
Anonciata j about a hundred yards from the crater 
from whence this lava ifiued: and I found therein 
fome very curious falts, and fulphurs; a fpecimen of 
each fort I have put into bottles myielf, even upon 
the mountain, that they might not lofe any of their 
force, and have fent them in a box directed to your 
lordfhip,* as you will fee by the inclofed bill of lading. 
I am lure you will have a pleafure in feeing them 
analyzed. I have alfo packed in the fame box fome 
lava, and cinders, of this eruption; there is one 
piece in particular very curious, having the exaCt 
appearance of a cable petrified. I fhall be very 
happy if thefe trifles fhould afford your lordfhip a 
moment’s amufement. 

It is very extraordinary, that I cannot find, that 
any chemift here has ever been at the trouble of 
analyzing the productions of Vefuvius. 

The deep yellow, or orange-color falts, of which 
there are two bottles, I fetched out of the very crater 
of the mountain, in a crevice that was indeed very 
hot. It feems to me to be powerful, as it turns filver 
5^ black 
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black in an infiant, but has no effe<H upon gold. 
If your lordihip pleafes, I will fend you by another 
opportunity fpecimens of the fulphurs and falts of 
the Solfa terra , which feem to be very different from 
thefe. 

Within thefe three days, the fire has appeared again 
on the top of Vefuvius, and earthquakes have been felt 
in the neighbourhood of the mountain. I was there 
on faturday with my nephew lord Grevillej we 
heard moH dreadful inward grumblings, rattling of 
Hones, and hiding; and were obliged to leave the 
crater very foon, on account of the emiflion of Hones. 
The black fmoke arofe as before the laH eruption ; 
and I faw every fymptom of a new eruption, of which 
1 fliall not fail to give your lordlhipan exacH account. 



